



[image: cover]








Keep It Simple: 1.e4









Christ of Sielecki


Keep It Simple: 1.e4


A Solid and Straightforward Chess Opening Repertoire for White


New In Chess 2018









© November 2018 New In Chess


Published by New In Chess, Alkmaar, The Netherlands


www.newinchess.com


Previously published (March 2018) as an online, interactive book on www.chessable.com


All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise, without the prior written permission from the publisher.


Cover design: Nilanga Fernando & Volken Beck


Supervision: Peter Boel


Proofreading: Chris Tilling, Sandra Keetman


Editing and typesetting: Peter Boel


Production: Anton Schermer


Have you found any errors in this book?


Please send your remarks to editors@newinchess.com. We will collect all relevant corrections on the Errata page of our website www.newinchess.com and implement them in a possible next edition.


ISBN: 978-90-5691-805-7









Preface


Don’t you hate it when you are at a chess tournament, right before the first round, and some local important person is going on about all kinds of things? You are eager to start playing, moving the pieces, getting into a struggle over the board – and someone is stopping you! I have to confess that I feel similarly with book prefaces. Usually I just skip them and dive right into the moves of the chapters I am most interested in, hungry for ‘real’ information – not some chit-chat.


Therefore this won’t be a long preface. The main point of it is to tell you the idea behind the ‘Keep It Simple’ approach. In fact, ‘Keep It Simple’ has been my motto in chess and in particular as a chess instructor for a while, so writing and naming a book after it is a very logical thing to do.


So what is this repertoire concept all about? Most opening books nowadays have reached enormous complexity, often spanning several volumes, totaling 1000+ pages. This depth of analysis is useful for very strong players, but not so much for amateur players. I felt it must be possible to ‘Keep It Simple’ instead, being more practical than scientific in the choices. Against the main-line defences White does not get an advantage anyway – for example the drawing percentage in top level correspondence chess speaks for itself.


My main ‘KIS’ guidelines are:


• The chosen lines are simple to learn


• It must be possible to find your way if you forget your lines


• Choose lines that may not be most critical, but uncomfortable for the opponent.


Compiling the repertoire according to these guidelines has led to a very classical, sound and reliable repertoire. You will get good endgames frequently, or positions with long-term assets like the pair of bishops. You won’t get unsound gambits or tricky lines that can be refuted – all lines are playable up to a very high level; in fact most of the repertoire has been played by top players, at least occasionally or in quicker time controls.


The ‘KIS’ approach is of course applicable to many openings, so why is this a 1.e4 based White repertoire in particular? The reason is mainly my job as a chess teacher. Over the years I met many students or junior players that I coached at tournaments – and lots of them play 1.e4, of course. Whenever they asked for general advice or needed a quick preparation session before a game I was less of a help because I’ve played non-1.e4- openings all my life with white. This book project helped to fix this. While researching for the book I got an excellent general overview on 1.e4 as a whole, trying to find good lines that fitted the ‘KIS’ approach.


I don’t know if you already play 1.e4, or if you try to use this book to add 1.e4 to your opening repertoire. Before this book project I had not played 1.e4 seriously in tournament chess for ages. Since starting with it I have played 1.e4 quite succesfully in all time controls. I feel the ‘KIS’ approach makes it a bit easier to adopt 1.e4, compared to more complex repertoires.


The final important point I need to mention is that ‘Keep It Simple: 1.e4’ was developed first as an online, interactive book on the platform www.chessable.com. On the website you can learn the moves based on text and videos. This product was released in March 2018. The paper book you are now reading has the same content, only adjusted to fit the format better. Based on the feedback of Chessable users I have added some lines that were played right after the release or that I simply forgot initially – having hundreds of readers before the paper book goes to print is excellent quality assurance!


The only substantial difference between the Chessable version and this paper book release is the add-on of 30 instructional games for this book, illustrating typical middlegames and ideas for the selected lines.


Somehow I still managed to make this intro too long, despite all my good intentions at the beginning!


So just one more thing. Always remember: ‘Keep It Simple for you, make it difficult for your opponents!’


Christof Sielecki


Dinslaken, Germany


September 2018









PART I


Open Games: 1.e4 e5


Introduction


[image: Images]


Chapter 1: 2.♘f3 – rare lines


The classical reply to 1.e4, 1…e5, is popular on all levels, from junior events up to World Championship matches. You will face it very frequently, and being equipped with a good repertoire against it is going to translate into many points scored. The following chapters will provide you with all you need to know to face 1…e5 with confidence.


2.♘f3


After 2.♘f3 Black only has three respectable moves available. These are 2…♘c6, 2…♘f6 (the Petroff or Russian Defence) and 2…d6 (Philidor’s Defence). Other moves are mostly unsound gambits or they violate some other opening principle. We should get at least a solid edge against those rare lines. Black’s rare lines are examined in Chapter 1.


Let’s turn to the more popular and better moves.


Chapter 2: 2…d6
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This is Philidor’s Defence. It’s not very popular, but actually not that bad if Black knows it well. There are many bad lines as well, and these are quite often seen at the amateur level. It’s worth checking them as you have chances to score quickly against these inferior lines. Our choice against the Philidor is 3.d4, putting more pressure on Black’s centre. For details please see Chapter 2.


Chapter 3: 2…♘f6
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The Petroff has a deservedly solid reputation. Black is content with a slightly passive, but tough-to-crack position.


I recommend to play 3.♘c3. This is a very convenient choice as we have the Scotch Four Knights in our repertoire. Now Black’s most popular move is actually 3…♘c6, transposing to the Four Knights immediately. We will examine the Petroff in Chapter 3.


Chapter 4: 2…♘c6


[image: Images]


My repertoire suggestion now is 3.♘c3, aiming for the Scotch Four Knights Opening examined in Chapters 5-8. However, Black sometimes avoids 3…♘f6 and goes for an offbeat option. These are all quite welcome, because White will get an edge with good play. Chapter 4 examines Black’s alternatives on move 3.


Chapter 5: 2…♘c6 3.♘c3 ♘f6
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Here we go 4.d4. This is the Scotch Four Knights Opening. This line enjoys a very good reputation as it features quick development for White and a very sound pawn structure. It is easier to learn and to understand than the main alternatives, the Italian (Giuoco Piano) and Spanish (Ruy Lopez) Opening. Black’s most popular and obvious reply is to take on d4, but there are alternatives, mostly 4…♗b4, that are examined in Chapter 5.


Chapter 6: 2…♘c6 3.♘c3 ♘f6 4.d4 exd4 5.♘xd4
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Here the overwhelming main line for Black is 5…♗b4 (Chapters 7 and 8), but there are alternatives that we will check in Chapter 6.


Chapter 7: 2…♘c6 3.♘c3 ♘f6 4.d4 exd4 5.♘xd4 ♗b4
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Black’s pinning move is the best and most popular option. Most of the time you will reach the main line starting position of Chapter 8, but of course there are some possible deviations along the way. All these are found in Chapter 7.


Chapter 8: 2…♘c6 3.♘c3 ♘f6 4.d4 exd4 5.♘xd4 ♗b4 6.♘xc6 bxc6 7.♗d3 d5 8.exd5 cxd5 9.0-0 0-0 10.h3
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The move that has brought new attention to the Scotch Four Knights. It was basically unknown until Kramnik played it against Aronian in 2012. After that game, hundreds of games have been played, and the conclusion is that White has a low-risk game with chances to play for a small edge. Chapter 8 discusses the possibilities after 10.h3.









CHAPTER 1


2.♘f3: rare lines


1.e4 e5 2.♘f3
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After 2.♘f3 the most common move is 2…♘c6, but Black may avoid it with the respectable choices of 2…♘f6, the Petroff or Russian Defence, or 2…d6, the Philidor Defence. Other moves are mostly unsound gambits, or they violate some other opening principle. We should at least get a solid edge against those rare lines. Let’s check the rare moves one by one.


A) 2…f5?
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The Latvian Gambit basically loses for Black, but it is notoriously murky, so you still need to be precise, especially in rapid/blitz.


3.♘xe5 ♕f6


3…♘c6 4.d4!. This is good to remember. I had this 3…♘c6 once in a simul game and was not then aware of 4.d4. Other moves look promising, like 4.♕h5+, but they don’t net that much – surprisingly! After 4.d4 Black lacks a decent move.


4.d4


4.♘c4 is also much better for White, but our choice is simpler to play.


4…d6 5.♘c4 fxe4 6.♘c3 ♕g6
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7.f3!


This is important. The best approach against the Latvian, or any other shady gambit, is to focus on your own attack rather than grabbing material. Here White opens up everything while Black is underdeveloped.


7…exf3


7…♘f6 8.fxe4 ♘xe4 9.♗d3 and Black loses material.


8.♕xf3


And White has all the fun with the better development and the open lines to use it.


B) 2…f6?
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This is often called the ‘Damiano Defence’, but not because he thought it was any good. Damiano in fact analysed its defects already back in the 16th century.


3.♘xe5!


Just refuting it right away.


3…fxe5


3…♕e7 avoids the quick disaster of the capture on e5, but Black’s position is already severely damaged, of course: 4.♘f3 d5 (instead 4…♕xe4 leads to a similar position type. Black has no development and f6 sticks out) 5.d3 dxe4 6.dxe4 ♕xe4+ 7.♗e2.
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In this wide open position White’s development advantage and the black weaknesses will mean a tough defence for Black.


4.♕h5+ ♔e7


4…g6 5.♕xe5+ and we win the rook in the corner.


5.♕xe5+ ♔f7 6.♗c4+ d5


This makes it a bit more difficult to win. After 6…♔g6 the computer already sees a forced mate: 7.♕f5+ ♔h6 8.d4+ g5 9.h4.
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And that’s enough to know. If you don’t manage mate in 9 like the comp and take longer… who cares?!


7.♗xd5+ ♔g6 8.h4


This is the most convincing. White threatens to take on b7 now, but also has ♕g3+ available.


8…h6


8…h5 9.♗xb7 is basically the same as 8…h6.
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9.♗xb7! ♗d6 10.♕a5


And we win the rook as Black cannot take the bishop.


C) 2…d5?
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The Elephant Gambit. The only good thing about it is the funny name! It just doesn’t work.


3.exd5 e4


After 3…♗d6 4.d4 e4 5.♘e5 White is a pawn up for nothing.


4.♕e2!


This is important to remember.


4…♘f6 5.d3 ♕xd5


[image: Images]


6.♘bd2!


Avoiding a pin after 6.♘c3?! ♗b4!.


6…♘c6 7.dxe4 ♕h5 8.♕b5


This is a ‘Keep It Simple’ approach – White may try to punish Black harder, but 8.♕b5 secures a clean advantage.


8…♗c5 9.♘b3 ♘xe4 10.♗e3 ♗b4+ 11.c3 ♕xb5 12.♗xb5 ♗d6 13.♘fd4
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And Black’s pawn structure gets destroyed. White is better and Black has no active play.


D) 2…♕e7?!
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Well, this can’t be great, but it is not completely terrible either. Black intends a later d6/c6 set-up, much like in the closed Philidor examined in Chapter 27. He loses some time with the queen obviously.


3.♘c3 c6 4.d4 d6 5.♗c4 h6 6.0-0 ♘f6 7.a4


[image: Images]


We just play like we do against the Closed Philidor. It promises a slight advantage for White. Please see this chapter for more details and make sure to study the sample games as well.


Conclusion


The rare lines in this chapter are rare for a reason: they are mostly bad! I have provided some easy-to-learn antidotes against the gambits and oddities that people might surprise you with. Amongst the lines here, 2…♕e7 is actually not as bad as it looks. You’ll get a better version of a Closed Philidor, which is favourable of course, but you are not winning straight away.









CHAPTER 2


Philidor’s Defence: 2.♘f3 d6


1.e4 e5 2.♘f3 d6
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3.d4


The best move, attacking Black’s centre. Now there is only one fully sound move for Black – to take on d4. However the bad alternatives are still played frequently, so studying them makes a lot of sense.


A) 3…♘d7?!
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This is very popular at club level, but quite bad.


4.♗c4!


Very important! Instead, 4.♘c3 ♘gf6 would transpose to the Closed Variation of the Philidor, which nowadays arises from 1.e4 d6 2.d4 ♘f6 3.♘c3 e5 4.♘f3 ♘bd7. This is, of course, still a bit better for White and part of our repertoire (see Chapter 27) via this move order, but we should exploit Black’s bad move order via 1…e5.


A1) 4…♗e7?


This is a direct blunder.


5.dxe5! ♘xe5


5…dxe5? 6.♕d5. That escalated quickly!


6.♘xe5 dxe5
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7.♕h5


And that’s it for the important e5-pawn.


7…g6 8.♕xe5 ♘f6 9.♗h6


And Black is a pawn down and his king is stuck in the centre.


A2) 4…h6?


This also loses immediately.


5.dxe5 dxe5


White also wins after 5…♘xe5 6.♘xe5 dxe5 7.♗xf7+.
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6.♗xf7+!


This will be a fun game now…


6…♔xf7 7.♘xe5+ ♔f6


Or 7…♔e7 8.♘g6+. The move 4…h6 weakened an important square…


8.♘c3!


Instead, 8.♕d4 should win as well, but 8.♘c3 is completely killing.


8…♗b4


Some other ways to end it are:


A) 8…♘e7 9.♕f3+ ♔xe5 10.♘b5 (the most forcing move) 10…♘f6 11.♘xc7 and that’s that!;


B) 8…♔xe5 9.♕d5+ ♔f6 10.♕f5+ ♔e7 11.♘d5+ ♔d6 12.♗f4+ ♔c6 13.♕e6+ ♗d6 14.♘b4+ ♔b6 15.♗xd6 and again Black loses quickly.


9.♕d4 ♗xc3+ 10.bxc3 ♕e8 11.♘xd7+


White is getting the material back with interest – and the attack remains.


A3) 4…exd4


This does not fit with 3…♘d7 at all, which signalled Black’s intention to hold e5, but it is the only move to avoid immediate trouble.


5.♕xd4


Now the queen is safe on d4, with the knight already on d7.


5…♘gf6 6.♘c3 ♗e7 7.♗f4


And White is better, with both castling options being possible.


A4) 4…♘gf6?
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5.dxe5!


5.♘g5 looks attractive as well, but is not as good due to 5…d5 and Black is worse, but still posing problems.


5…♘xe5


Obviously even worse is 5…dxe5? 6.♘g5. We played 4.♗c4 for a reason…


6.♘xe5 dxe5 7.♗xf7+ ♔xf7 8.♕xd8 ♗b4+ 9.♕d2 ♗xd2+ 10.♘xd2


With a clean extra pawn and a weak black e5-pawn.


A5) 4…c6


Most popular, but following this Black still struggles.


5.0-0 ♗e7


5…exd4 6.♕xd4 is simply better for White due to the quick pressure on d6 (♗f4, ♖d1).


6.dxe5!


Usually, such a trade helps Black, as d4 is a better pawn than d6, but here there is a concrete idea.


6…dxe5


A common motif emerges after 6…♘xe5 7.♘xe5 dxe5 8.♕h5 and we win the centre pawn, just like after 4…♗e7.
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7.♘g5!


This is the important point to remember!


A51) 7…♘h6?
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8.♘e6!


Easy to miss – now Black is lost.


8…fxe6 9.♗xh6 ♘b6


9…gxh6? even leads to a mate after 10.♕h5+ ♔f8 11.♗xe6 ♕e8 12.♕xh6#.


10.♕h5+ ♔f8


Now two pieces are hanging. Has White gone wrong?


Note that 10…g6 11.♕e2 is a disaster as well. Black’s structure is terrible and the king remains unsafe in the centre.


11.f4!


And this attack wins quickly.


A52) 7…♗xg5 8.♕h5


With a double attack on e5 and f7, thus regaining the piece.


8…♕e7 9.♕xg5!


This is a lot better than 9.♗xg5, as then Black gets 9…♘gf6 with a tempo on the queen and can regroup with …♘f8 quickly.


9…♕xg5 10.♗xg5 ♘gf6 11.f3


With a great position for White. The pair of bishops and the weak dark squares are great assets. He will play moves like ♗e3, ♗e2, ♘d2, a2-a4, ♘c4 etc. Sample game 1, Vescovi-Pelikian, Sao Paulo 2001, shows how White will exploit those advantages.


B) 3…♘f6?!


This is played to reach the Closed Philidor after 4.♘c3 ♘bd7, but White has something better.


4.dxe5 ♘xe4
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5.♕d5!


This is quite annoying for Black.


5…♘c5 6.♗g5 ♗e7


It’s no improvement to play 6…♕d7 7.exd6 ♗xd6 8.♘c3 0-0 9.0-0-0, leading to a wide open position where White is better mobilized and coordinated. Black is struggling here.


7.exd6 ♕xd6 8.♘c3 c6 9.♕xd6 ♗xd6 10.0-0-0


White is much better developed, with chances to attack the uncastled king, which is possible even with the queens already traded.


C) 3…f5?
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This strike was Philidor’s original idea. It does not work though.


4.♗c4!


White is more or less winning already.


4…exd4


1) 4…fxe4 5.♘xe5! dxe5 6.♕h5+ ♔d7 7.♕f5+ ♔c6 8.♕xe5 and White wins easily;


2) 4…♘c6 5.♘g5 ♘h6 6.d5! (this is a bit counter-intuitive, as the bishop’s diagonal is closed – but it is very strong) 6…♘e7 7.♘c3 g6 8.h4 and Black is under heavy fire without any counterplay.


5.♘g5! ♘h6 6.0-0


White will get a strong attack with ♖e1 etc. that should win. No need to go further as this line is extremely rare and you will find good moves over the board.


D) 3…♗g4?!


[image: Images]


Well known from Morphy’s Opera game… and bad.


4.dxe5 ♗xf3


With 4…♘c6 Black gives up the pawn, but it is not enough: 5.exd6 ♗xd6 6.h3 ♗h5 7.♗b5 and White is a pawn up for nothing much.


5.♕xf3 dxe5 6.♗c4 ♕f6


Morphy’s famous ‘Opera Game’ against the Duke of Brunswick and Count Isouard (Paris 1858) went 6…♘f6!? 7.♕b3! and White was already winning material.


7.♕b3 b6 8.♘c3


And White is close to winning already.


8…c6
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9.♘d5! cxd5 10.♗b5+ ♔e7 11.♕xd5


And White has a decisive attack.


E) 3…♘c6
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4.♘c3


This we examine via 2…♘c6 3.♘c3 d6 4.d4 – White is comfortably better.


F) 3…exd4!


This is the only respectable move for Black. He temporarily gives up the centre in order to quickly castle with …♘f6/…♗e7/…0-0 and then try to strike with …d6-d5 at White’s centre, in most cases.


4.♘xd4 ♘f6


Instead, 4…g6 will almost always transpose to 4…♘f6 5.♘c3 g6, as omitting …♘f6 makes little sense: 5.♘c3 ♗g7 6.♗e3 ♘e7 (6…♘f6 is better, and transposes, as mentioned) 7.♕d2 ♘bc6 8.0-0-0 0-0 9.h4 with a simple and strong game for White.


5.♘c3


F1) 5…g6
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This was a pet line of Danish legend Bent Larsen, but it has a somewhat shady reputation today. White’s attacking formation, reminiscent of the Sicilian Dragon, is very easy to play.


6.♗e3 ♗g7 7.♕d2 0-0 8.0-0-0


Compared to the Sicilian Dragon, Black lacks the open c-file for counterplay. It’s also not easy to get the queenside pawns involved. Moving the c-pawn, for instance, would weaken d6 substantially.


8…♘c6


Black may also try 8…♖e8 9.f3 a6 for some play with the pawns on the queenside: 10.g4 (if Black does not do anything soon, he will be steamrolled on the kingside with a standard pawn storm) 10…b5 11.♗h6 b4 12.♗xg7 ♔xg7 13.♘ce2 with h2-h4/♘g3 to come. Black is in terrible shape.


9.f3 ♘xd4 10.♗xd4 ♗e6 11.g4 c5 12.♗e3 ♕a5
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13.♗h6


White is much better here. He is better in the centre and has attacking prospects on the kingside. What does Black have?


F2) 5…♘c6 6.♗b5


This we cover via the Four Knights move order (Chapter 6).


F3) 5…♗e7
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6.g3


It is surprisingly difficult to prove something against 5…♗e7. In fact, some natural tries lead to absolutely nothing; for example, 6.♗e3 0-0 7.♕d2 d5! gives Black a good game.


A closer inspection hinted that 6.g3 might be the most promising. I was a bit reluctant to recommend this, to be honest. We almost never fianchetto in our repertoire, so it seems a bit inconsistent – but it’s the best move, it seems. White immediately tries to increase his control over d5 – this is very logical as Black’s play is based on a quick …d6-d5 in most cases.


I’d like to mention that 6.♗f4!? is a very sharp alternative, but it had too many crazy lines for the purpose of this repertoire. It’s worth checking out if you like to analyse sharp complications.


F31) 6…0-0
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This solid line is probably best for Black, but natural moves give us a slight pull.


7.♗g2 ♖e8


7…♘c6 was played in our sample game 2, J.Polgar-Bu, Khanty-Mansiysk 2010. Please examine this game for a good example of White’s slow buildup in these lines.


8.0-0 ♗f8 9.h3


Our set-up controls d5 reliably, so this freeing advance is not available to Black without due preparation. 9.h3 is a fine move that controls g4 and prepares to expand on the kingside.


9…c6 10.g4


This may be the start of an attack with g4-g5 and f2-f4 to come, but can also be used to give the bishop on c1 a good post on g3. This is the option I prefer, if Black continues to wait.


10…d5


Otherwise ♗f4/♕d2/♖ad1 are easy moves to follow up with, putting more pressure on the centre.


11.exd5 ♘xd5 12.♘xd5 cxd5
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13.♗f4


With a very comfortable edge. Black has a huge development disadvantage, and ♘b5 is a threat.


F32) 6…d5


This is the theoretically most challenging and most principled move. It’s the one option where we need to know some lines, while slow set-ups, starting with castling, will be slightly better for us without much effort.


7.e5
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7…♘g4


1) 7…♘e4 is inferior as the pawn emerging on e4 will be rather weak: 8.♘xe4 dxe4 9.♗g2 ♕d5 10.0-0 (just going to attack e4 with ♖e1 next) 10…♘c6 11.♘xc6 ♕xc6 12.♖e1 ♗f5 13.c3!, and with ♕c2 or ♕e2 to come the e4-pawn will fall. Note that 13.♕e2 is not as convincing due to 13… 0-0-0! and now you can’t take e4 as Black has …♖d1+ at the end of the trade sequence;


2) 7…♘fd7? 8.♘f5! is close to lost already for Black.


8.♗g2


Here 8.e6 looks very tempting, but it is not 100% clear. Our choice is simpler to handle and still dangerous for Black.


8…0-0


1) 8…♘xe5 9.♕e2 (winning a tempo to speed up development) 9…♘bc6 10.♘xc6 ♘xc6 11.♘xd5 (a wide open centre position favours the side with the more active pieces. Here White is much better due to the active knight and the bishop on g2) 11…0-0 12.♗e3 ♖e8 13.0-0-0 and Black is under serious pressure;


2) 8…c6?! is dubious because the knight on g4 is lacking squares after White covers e5: 9.♗f4. I don’t see a good reply for Black now. 9…g5
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Making it worse, but it is still important to check this. 10.e6! is strong, and absolutely necessary to refute Black’s play: 10…♘xf2 11.exf7+ ♔f8 12.♔xf2 gxf4 13.♖f1 with a great attack for White.


9.0-0 ♘xe5


After 9…c6, 10.♖e1 is extremely awkward to meet, 11.h3 being the threat.


Black does not have a good reply that I (or the engine) can see.


10.♖e1 ♗d6 11.♘xd5
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His more active pieces give White a comfortable edge.


Conclusion


The Philidor is not a bad opening if Black plays 3.d4 exd4!. Against this we have good chances for a small advantage, but nothing special. There are, however, many lines that are bad or downright unplayable for Black that still happen quite frequently below master level (and sometimes even there!). It’s useful to know the refutations and best replies to get an immediate headstart out of the opening.









CHAPTER 3


Petroff Defence: 2.♘f3 ♘f6


1.e4 e5 2.♘f3 ♘f6
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The Petroff has a deservedly solid reputation. Black is content with an at times slightly passive, but tough-to-crack position.


3.♘c3


This is a very convenient choice as we have the Scotch Four Knights in our repertoire. Now Black’s most popular move is actually 3…♘c6, transposing to the Four Knights immediately. An additional option that fits well with our repertoire is 3.♘xe5 d6 4.♘f3 ♘xe4 5.d3 ♘f6 6.d4 d5 7.♗d3, and surprisingly we have transposed to the Exchange French! This was played by World Champion Magnus Carlsen multiple times, which inspired me to look at the Exchange French in the first place.


3…♗b4


This is the only good option that keeps the game within the realms of the Petroff. All other sensible moves transpose somewhere else or blunder e5. With 3…♗b4 Black basically enters a Ruy Lopez Berlin Variation a tempo down.


Alternatively, there is 3…d6. This is rare, but of course possible. Play now transposes into a Philidor: 4.d4 ♘bd7 (4…exd4 5.♘xd4 leads to Chapter 2) 5.♗c4 and this is the Closed Philidor that we usually get via 1.e4 d6 2.d4 ♘f6 3.♘c3 e5 4.♘f3 ♘bd7 5.♗c4, examined in Chapter 27.
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4.♘xe5


This is the most consistent move. We grab e5 and Black needs to give up his pair of bishops to get material equality. The resulting positions are extremely solid for Black, but also purely defensive in nature. White will either make his bishop pair count and gain an advantage, or draw. Black has very few winning chances.


4…0-0


This is the most popular move as Black needs to castle anyway, so he keeps things flexible.


1) 4…♕e7 5.♘f3 (here 5.♘d3 is also fine, of course, but 5.♘f3 is even better) 5…♗xc3 6.dxc3 ♕xe4+ 7.♗e2 and White will gain even more time on the black queen;


2) 4…d6 5.♘d3 ♗xc3 6.dxc3 ♘xe4 7.♗e2 leads to a position very similar to the main line.


5.♘d3 ♗xc3 6.dxc3 ♘xe4 7.♗e2
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Black now has a crucial choice. He may play with …d7-d5 or with …d7-d6. White always retains a slight edge due to the bishops.


A) 7…♖e8


This delays the decision about the d-pawn for one move.


8.0-0


And Black will now go …d7-d5 or …d7-d6, transposing to lines B or C.


B) 7…d5 8.0-0 c6


Black decides on a light-square set-up. I now like the following engine suggestion, which is rarely played in practice:


9.f3 ♘f6
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10.♗e3


White will play ♗f2, ♖e1 and ♗f1 and then try to slowly make progress. Preparing c3-c4 is a good plan. Black has little active ideas on his own. An excellent display of White’s strategy is sample game 3, Andriasyan-Gregoryan, Lake Sevan 2013.


C) 7…d6


This seems the most logical to me: Black has a light-squared bishop, so he puts his pawns on dark squares.


8.0-0


C1) 8…♘c6


This is the old main line. Black just develops the knight to the most natural square.


9.♘f4


Heading towards d5 and getting out of the way. d3 is not an ideal square in the long run. Here White enjoys the long-term assets of the bishop pair and more space. The usual set-up involves ♘d5, ♗e3 and c3-c4 in the next few moves.


f2-f3, to kick the black knight away from the centre, also happens frequently. Let’s have a look at a sample line that features an additional idea.


9…♖e8 10.c4 ♗f5 11.f3 ♘c5 12.♖f2!? a5
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13.♗f1


Followed by ♗c1-d2-c3. Note that the regrouping of ♖f2/♗f1 also prepares g2-g4 at a later stage. White generally wants to expand slowly, supported by the bishop pair.


C2) 8…♘d7


This set-up is currently favoured by the experts on the Black side of this line. One idea is to trade a knight on c5.


9.♘f4


The best square – where else to go? Moving the knight now is also a precaution against …♘c5 by Black, when you need to move the knight anyway if you want to avoid trades. In general we like to keep pieces on due to the extra space. So it makes sense to preserve the knight here.
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9…♘df6


The most popular move, and consistent with 8…♘d7. It is quite difficult to analyse this position move by move, but in fact it is not that essential to learn moves by heart here. White has the pair of bishops and will be better if he manages to gain more space and push the black pieces back, in particular the knights. White’s ideal scenario is to push the pawns on both sides in an endgame, and suffocate Black slowly.


I will show the most important line to know from here, without any alternatives for Black. Other moves don’t change much what White will do: play f2-f3, c3-c4, develop the c1-bishop on the long diagonal if possible.


10.c4 ♖e8 11.f3 ♘c5 12.b3


A logical sequence. White uses the pawn to control central squares. The only task left is to activate the bishop on c1. Thus, b2-b3 makes a lot of sense.


12…♕e7


Black prevents 13.♗b2 due to 13…♕e3+, winning the knight on f4. Also note that …g7-g5 could be a problem, as the knight needs to protect the bishop on e2.


13.♖e1


White just needs to consolidate to be better as he has the bishop pair forever. Note that the dark-squared bishop would be fantastic without a counterpart on the long diagonal, like on b2 or c3. The ♖e1 covers the bishop, taking care of the …g7-g5 idea.


13…♕e5
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14.♗d2!


This is quite a strong idea. White intends to play c2-c3 and ♗f1 to harass the black queen on e5.


14…♕d4+


Otherwise, the mentioned plan of c2-c3 and ♗f1 will be played, with a comfortable game for White.


15.♔h1 ♗d7 16.c3 ♕f2 17.♖f1 ♕h4 18.♔g1! ♘h5?! 19.♘d5
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The point of 18.♔g1!. White is slightly better here. Black has no particular compensation for White’s bishop pair.


Conclusion


Black sometimes goes 3…♗b4, avoiding the transposition into the Four Knights. This line is not to be feared as it leads to a rather static game that favours White. We have more space and the bishop pair, and a comfortable small advantage. It is a build-up game, expanding slowly to suffocate Black in the long run.









CHAPTER 4


Three Knights Game: 2.♘f3 ♘c6 3.♘c3


1.e4 e5 2.♘f3 ♘c6 3.♘c3
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We are aiming for the Scotch Four Knights Opening, which is discussed in the following chapters 5-8. In this chapter we deal with Black avoiding the natural development of the fourth knight. One important point worth mentioning: the Scotch Four Knights may also arise after the immediate 3.d4, after which Black’s most popular continuation is indeed 3…exd4 4.♘xd4 ♘f6 5.♘c3, which transposes to our repertoire. Once you have mastered the Scotch Four Knights via our 3.♘c3 move order, it makes a lot of sense to add the Scotch move order with 3.d4 to your repertoire. This way you get similar structures but some additional options like 3…exd4 4.♘xd4 ♘f6 5.♘xc6 – of course Black also has some extra choices, most notably 4…♗c5 or my favourite 4….♗b4+. Our move order to the Scotch Four Knights is easier to learn as it cuts down options for both sides.


A) 3…♗b4
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A premature bishop move.


4.♘d5


White now either gains time or the bishop pair.


A1) 4…♘f6 5.♘xb4 ♘xb4 6.d4 exd4 7.e5 ♘e4


After 7…♕e7 8.♗b5! White gets a strong attack after he castles next move.


8.♘xd4 0-0 9.c3


And White is better with the bishops in a wide-open position.


A2) 4…♗a5 5.c3


Preparing d2-d4.


5…♘f6 6.d4!
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A21) 6…♘xe4? 7.dxe5!


Now the threats 8.♗d3 and 8.♕c2 are very tough to meet. Note that a knight on c5 runs into a b2-b4 fork.


7…♗b6


This will lose immediately, but it needs to be checked as f2 is attacked.


8.♕e2 ♗xf2+


After 8…♘xf2 9.♗g5 White wins the queen – not bad after 9 moves.


9.♔d1


And Black loses a piece.


A22) 6…exd4 7.b4 ♗b6 8.♗g5!
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And Black is in grave trouble already.


B) 3…g6
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The favourite move of the first official World Champion, William Steinitz. White gets an edge in a complicated position.


4.d4 exd4 5.♘xd4


Some time before this book was even planned I tried the tricky 5.♘d5 in a classical time control game against GM Dambacher. Unfortunately, after 5…♗g7 6.♗g5 ♘ce7! Black is fine, so we should opt for the simple solution.


5…♗g7 6.♗e3
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This is best here. White will only take on c6 after Black has committed more.


B1) 6…d6


This is quite passive. White should now go for a quick 0-0-0 and attack.


7.♕d2 ♘f6


With 7…♘xd4 8.♗xd4 ♗xd4 9.♕xd4 ♕f6 Black tries to trade off as many pieces as possible. We should not agree to too many simplifications as we have more space and more ideas for our pieces to improve: 10.♕e3, followed by 0-0-0 and further play in the centre and on the kingside (♗c4, f2-f4 etc.).


8.f3


Preventing the annoying 8…♘g4.


8…0-0 9.0-0-0
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And White is better with g2-g4, and h2-h4 is coming.


B2) 6…♘ge7


Again a passive choice, so…


7.♕d2 0-0 8.0-0-0


And White is better, with h2-h4 being the simple plan.


B3) 6…♘f6


After this move, queenside castling is less promising as Black would have more counterplay with …♖e8 and …d6-d5. We have a stronger alternative instead:


7.♘xc6 bxc6 8.e5


And Black must now go back.


8…♘g8 9.f4 ♘e7 10.♕f3


White is better after 0-0-0 and ♗c4, with more space and better pieces. Black’s king is not safe on the kingside with h2-h4 on the cards.


C) 3…d6


Of course, we go d2-d4 against this passive move. Most of the time we will transpose to lines examined elsewhere in the book.


4.d4
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C1) 4…exd4 5.♘xd4 ♘f6


Here 5…g6 6.♗e3 ♗g7 7.♕d2 transposes to 3…g6 (Line B above).


6.♗b5


And it transposes to Chapter 5, which reaches the position via 3…♘f6 4.d4 d6 5.♗b5 exd4 6.♘xd4.


C2) 4…♘f6 5.♗b5


Again, this is examined in Chapter 5.


C3) 4…♗g4


This does not transpose elsewhere… but it isn’t great either.


5.♗b5 exd4


After 5…♗xf3 6.♕xf3 exd4 7.♘e2 we will regain the pawn with a nice position, for example 7…a6 8.♗xc6+ bxc6 9.♘xd4. Black’s structure is weak and he lacks development.


6.♕xd4 a6 7.♗xc6+ bxc6 8.♗e3
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White is much better with a lead in development and more space. Black’s weakened pawns are also a factor.


D) 3…♗c5
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This is surprisingly dubious due to the standard pseudo-sac on e5:


4.♘xe5!


An important motif you should remember.


D1) 4…♗xf2+?!


This makes it even worse for Black.


5.♔xf2 ♘xe5 6.d4


White is a lot better here. He has the bishop pair and control of the centre. The king position will often be resolved with ♗e2/♖f1/♔g1, castling by hand.


6…♕f6+ 7.♔g1 ♘g4


After 7…♘e7, just avoid taking the knight due to …♕b6+! with mate to follow! 8.♗e3! is a good reply.
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Black threatens mate on f2 and the knight cannot be taken due to 8…♕xd4+ with mate coming! Quite a scary situation, but we have a refutation.


8.♕d2!


Everything is covered now and Black has a miserable position.


D2) 4…♘xe5 5.d4


Regaining the piece immediately.


5…♗d6 6.dxe5 ♗xe5 7.♗d3 d6


After castling with 7…♘f6 8.0-0 0-0, 9.♗g5! is strong now, as …h7-h6 and …g7-g5 is unattractive for Black. White is comfortably better here.


8.0-0 ♘f6
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9.♘e2!


A good move, threatening 10.f4 to win the bishop on e5.


Note that here 9.♗g5?! is not great due to 9…h6 10.♗h4 g5 when Black is fine.


9…♘d7 10.c3


This is a useful move that frees c2 for our bishop if Black play …♘c5 later.


10…0-0 11.f4 ♗f6 12.♘g3


And White is better due to his centre control and some attacking chances on the kingside.


Conclusion


Black’s tries to avoid the Four Knights are not fully sound. In all cases White is better, but the game is complicated. Note that quite frequently these lines are played by players that want to keep more tension, fighting for a win. They fear that the Black side of the Four Knights gives very few winning chances, so they deviate. In fact I have looked at the lines presented here quite a bit from the Black side, because I had the same intention. At the end I never played any of them, as I felt it is too risky against good preparation. So take a good look at this chapter to be better prepared against ambitious black players.









CHAPTER 5


Scotch Four Knights: 2.♘f3 ♘c6 3.♘c3 ♘f6 4.d4


1.e4 e5 2.♘f3 ♘c6 3.♘c3 ♘f6


This is by far the most popular move, completing the development of the four knights. The alternatives are less reliable for Black and give White an edge without any particular problems. This is examined in Chapter 4.


4.d4
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The Scotch Four Knights Opening. This line enjoys a very good reputation as it features quick development for White and a very sound pawn structure. It is easier to learn and to understand than the main alternatives, the Italian (Giuoco Piano) and Spanish (Ruy Lopez) Opening. Now, taking on d4 is the most natural and popular move, but Black has alternatives we need to check in this chapter.


A) 4…d6
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A rare move at professional levels, but not that infrequent at club level.


5.♗b5


I like this best, even though 5.dxe5 is also promising. Now 6.♗xc6 and 7.dxe5 is threatened, winning the important e5-pawn. We have transposed to the ancient Ruy Lopez Steinitz Defence, so our repertoire has some Spanish flavour as well!


A1) 5…♗d7 6.♗xc6


Why give up the bishop?! It is a forced line, so hang on.


6…♗xc6


If 6…bxc6? 7.dxe5 wins the e-pawn.


7.♕d3


Covering e4, threatening the e5-pawn, and preparing queenside castling.


7…exd4 8.♘xd4 ♗d7


After 8…♗e7, 9.♘f5 is annoying.


9.♗g5 ♗e7 10.0-0-0
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And in most cases we will play the familiar f2-f3/g2-g4 attacking scheme.


A2) 5…exd4 6.♘xd4


This position may also arise from 4…exd4 5.♘xd4 d6 6.♗b5.


6…♗d7 7.♗xc6 bxc6


We have already covered 7…♗xc6 8.♕d3 via Line A1 above.


8.♕f3


And ♘f5 will give White good play.


B) 4…♗b4
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This move does not enjoy a fully sound reputation, but it’s tricky if you don’t know it.


5.♘xe5!


Now Black has three moves. Two of them are quite similar in nature and lead to a white edge. The third option is even worse for Black, but extremely complicated to play.


I am now going to cheat a bit with the structure of lines: the mentioned first two options are under B1 and B2, the third one should technically be B3, but I filed it under C to better cope with the depth of lines.


B1) 5…♕e7
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6.♕d3!


The same move as after 5…0-0.


6…♘xe5


The spectacular 6…♘xd4 is playable for Black, but it does not equalize. 7.♕xd4 ♗c5 8.♕d3 ♕xe5 9.♗e3 ♗xe3 10.♕xe3 0-0 11.0-0-0 and White is slightly better due to his advantage in space and chances for a kingside attack.


7.dxe5 ♕xe5 8.♗d2 0-0


8…♗xc3? 9.♗xc3 ♕xe4+ 10.♕xe4+ ♘xe4 11.♗xg7 is a terrible ending for Black.


9.0-0-0


B11) 9…♗xc3


Starting forcing play, but it is not entirely convincing.


10.♗xc3


B111) 10…♕xe4?
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11.♕g3!


White is close to winning already.


11…♕g6


1) 11…♕g4 12.♗xf6 ♕xg3 13.hxg3 gxf6 14.♗d3 d5 15.♖xh7 and White is winning with ♖dh1, f2-f4 etc. to come;


2) 11…♕c6 12.♖d4! (a brutally strong computer move! White swings the rook to h4 with devastating effect) 12…d5 13.♗d3 ♖d8 14.♖h4 g6 15.♕g5 and White wins.


12.♗d3 ♕h6+ 13.♗d2 ♕h5 14.♕xc7


With a fantastic position for White, as seen in Spielmann-Bogoljubow back in 1919.


B112) 10…♕f4+ 11.♖d2 ♖e8


1) 11…♕xe4 12.♕g3 gives White a strong position again. Note that you can also regain c7 easily;


2) 11…d5 12.♕f3! (a new move suggested by Stockfish; it is simple and strong) 12…♕xe4 13.♗xf6 ♕xf3 14.gxf3 gxf6 15.♖g1+ ♔h8 16.♖xd5 ♗e6 17.♖h5 ♖g8 18.♖g3 and White is better in this ending. Black is now basically forced to take on g3, as ♗d3 is very annoying to meet;


3) 11…♘xe4.
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This loses outright to a powerful response: 12.♕d4!, threatening to give mate on g7 and to play 13.f3 to win the knight at the same time. White wins a piece at least!


12.f3 d5 13.g3 ♕h6 14.♗g2


And White is slightly better due to the bishops.


B12) 9…d6 10.f3


And White will attack with the standard g2-g4, h2-h4, etc.


B2) 5…0-0
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6.♕d3!


Important to remember. White is covering the centre and prepares 0-0-0.


6…♖e8 7.♗d2


Just returning the pawn for good play.


7…♘xe5


7…♘xd4?! looks nice, but just leads to a worse version of 7…♘xe5: 8.♕xd4 c5 9.♕d3 ♖xe5 10.0-0-0 and White is much better. Note that Black cannot get rid of the backward pawn directly: 10…d5 11.♘xd5 ♘xd5 12.♗f4! ♖e8 13.exd5 and it’s just a fat extra pawn for White.


8.dxe5 ♖xe5 9.0-0-0
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And White is better, f2-f3/g2-g4 etc. being the main plan.


C) 5…♘xe4?
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This is the bad but tricky line. White is better afterwards, but with exactly one reply only. Of the whole repertoire, this is about the only variation where you absolutely need to play super-precisely to get a huge advantage. If you don’t manage to do that you will very likely end up even being worse as the price of every move is extremely high.


6.♕g4! ♘xc3 7.♕xg7 ♖f8


7…♘d5+ 8.c3 doesn’t work for Black either: 8…♕f6 9.♕xf6 ♘xf6 10.♘xc6 ♗xc3+ 11.bxc3 dxc6 12.♗d3 and White is much better with his superior structure and the bishop pair.


8.a3


A crazy position, but things will settle down quite quickly.


8…♘xd4


This is the critical move that sets the board on fire!


8…♗a5 is relatively best, but still unsatisfactory for Black: 9.♘xc6 dxc6 10.♕e5+ ♕e7 11.♕xe7+ ♔xe7 12.♗d2. The point! White gets the piece back with an advantage.


9.axb4


This forces the next moves.


9…♘xc2+ 10.♔d2 ♘xa1 11.♔xc3
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Wow, quite a sight! But it is just winning for White!


The following complications are very attractive to analyse. You should set some time aside and go through the lines shown here and add some of your own analysis, supported by a computer. This will prove to be excellent attacking training and it will help you to understand this line better. It might never appear in one of your games, but it still is instructive to study and will improve your overall abilities.


Back to the actual position. White is threatening both 12.♗h6 and 12.♗c4, crashing through. The only moves to pose us some problems are connected to Black playing ….a7-a5 and/or …♕e7, immediately distracting us due to the king’s position on c3.


C1) 11…a5


This move does not save Black, but we need to be very precise to prove it.


12.♗c4
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Attacking f7 and preparing ♖e1 at the same time.


C11) 12…axb4+ 13.♔d2


Instead 13.♔d3 wins as well, but our move is simpler as the king covers e1, making ♖e1 easier to achieve.
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C111) 13…♘b3+ 14.♔d1!


You can also take the knight, but this is a direct win.


14…♕e7


1) 14…♘xc1 already leads to a forced mate: 15.♗xf7+ ♔e7 16.♕g5+ ♔d6 17.♘c4+ ♔c6 18.♕d5#;


2) 14…d5 15.♗b5+ c6 16.♖e1 and again Black gets crushed on the e-file.


15.♖e1 ♖a1 16.♗xb3


And White has a winning attack.


C112) 13…♕e7 14.♖e1 ♕d6+ 15.♔e2 ♕e7 16.♔d1
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This funny king dance wins easily now. Black collapses on the e-file.


C12) 12…♕e7
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The most important defensive try.


13.♖e1!


Very important to remember! Other moves do not win, but this does the job!


C121) 13…♕xb4+ 14.♔d3


And now Black is out of tricks! There are no sensible checks anymore and White’s attack is winning the game.


14…♕xe1


This leads to a forced mate.


We need to check 14…c6 15.♘xf7+ (there are some other wins, but this is very straightforward) 15…♕xe1 16.♘d6+ ♔d8 17.♕xf8+ ♔c7 18.♘e8+ ♔b6 19.♗e3+ and it’s over.


15.♗xf7+ ♔e7 16.♕g5+ ♔d6 17.♘c4+ ♔c6 18.♕d5#
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A familiar mating pattern in this line.


C122) 13…axb4+ 14.♔d2


This position we have already checked via 12…axb4+ (line C11). White wins on the e-file.


C123) 13…d5


Black’s final bullet, but it fails.


14.♗b5+ c6


14…♔d8 allows an attractive mate: 15.♕xf8+ ♕xf8 16.♘xf7+ ♕xf7 17.♗g5+ ♕e7 18.♗xe7#.
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15.♘xc6!


It pays off to know this beforehand… not so easy to find all these shots over the board.


15…♕xe1+ 16.♗d2


An amazing position! White has given up lots of material, but the black queen is attacked and the king is caught in a crossfire.


16…♕e4


Here 16…bxc6 returns all the material to get a lost ending: 17.♗xc6+ ♗d7 18.♗xd7+ ♔xd7 19.♗xe1 and White wins. The extra pawn, better minor piece and, most importantly, bad king safety on the black side decides the game.


17.♘b8+!


A very nice shot, checking on the starting square of the sorry piece on a1!


17…♔d8 18.♕xf8+ ♔c7 19.♕c5+ ♔xb8 20.♕d6+ ♔a7 21.♗e3+


And the black queen is finally forced to take the piece, decisively losing material.


C2) 11…♕e7 12.♗c4


Putting pressure on f7 and preparing ♖e1.


12…d5


Black’s best shot.


12…a5 13.♖e1! transposes to the line 11…a5 12.♗c4 ♕e7 13.♖e1! (line C12).


13.♗b5+ c6
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14.♗e3!


Very nice and important to remember – other moves don’t win! 15.♗c5 is a decisive threat now.


C21) 14…a5 15.♘xc6


This wins, but it is not so obvious as White’s king is also in the open. Let’s check:


C211) 15…axb4+ 16.♘xb4+ ♗d7 17.♗xd7+ ♔xd7


It’s easier against 17…♕xd7 18.♖e1! 0-0-0 19.♖xa1 and things have settled down to a winning advantage without any particular problem.


18.♘xd5
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Our attack is very strong obviously, but still we have a king on c3.


18…♖ac8+ 19.♔d3 ♕d6 20.♖d1


Yet another great move!


20…♖c2


20…♕xd5+ 21.♔e2 ♖c2+ 22.♔e1 and finally our king is safe and Black falls apart.


21.♔e4! ♕g6+


Against 21…♖e8+ 22.♔f3 there are no more checks! 23.♘f6+ or 23.♘b6+ will end the game now.


22.♕xg6 fxg6 23.♖xa1 ♖xb2 24.♖d1
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And we have finally reached a winning endgame. Note that White’s pieces coordinate perfectly and the active king is a huge asset. The g- and f-pawns might create a passed pawn quickly.


C212) 15…bxc6 16.♗xc6+ ♗d7 17.♗c5 axb4+ 18.♗xb4 d4+ 19.♕xd4 ♕e6 20.♗xd7+ ♕xd7 21.♕e4+


And here Black will probably resign.


C22) 14…f6 15.♕xe7+ ♔xe7 16.♗c5+ ♔e6 17.♘xc6! bxc6 18.♗xc6 d4+ 19.♗xd4 ♖b8 20.♗xa7 ♗b7 21.♗xb8 ♗xc6 22.♗a7


[image: Images]


And White will regain the knight on a1 with a winning endgame.


Conclusion


I hope you had your seatbelt on while being on that wild ride! This line leads to crazy positions, but we need to be ready for complications if the result is that excellent. I was trying hard to avoid such long, sharp lines for economical reasons – you don’t get this often at all and learning so much seems excessive. However I think it still makes sense, because this is not just ‘some opening line’, but actually excellent attacking play! It’s a good exercise in calculation if you use the material presented here to start thinking yourself about positions and add some own analysis in cases where you are unsure. So just treat it as general chess education rather than just learning some moves by heart. If you actually get it on the board in a real game… all the better!









CHAPTER 6


4…exd4 5.♘xd4


1.e4 e5 2.♘f3 ♘c6 3.♘c3 ♘f6 4.d4 exd4


Most natural and best. The alternatives are passive or slightly unsound, as examined in the previous chapter.


5.♘xd4


[image: Images]


A) 5…♘xd4


This move is played quite often at the club and junior level. White is happy to get the queen in the centre. Despite being in the middle of the board, it is actually in a quite safe position. It also hinders Black’s development.


6.♕xd4 d6


That’s the issue – Black can no longer conveniently move his bishop out.


7.f3


One of many good moves. We head for queenside castling and a pawn storm by White. This is often the best thing to do against passive play.


7…♗e7 8.♗e3 0-0 9.0-0-0


[image: Images]


White is already much better. The position is also very simple to play with g2-g4/h2-h4 etc. on the agenda.


B) 5…d6 6.♗b5


This transposes to a line we examine via 4…d6 5.♗b5 exd4 6.♘xd4 (Chapter 5).


C) 5…♘xe4


[image: Images]


What?! Yes, this is actually a possible move. It is not great, but it has enormous shock value. Let’s have a look.


6.♘xe4 ♕e7


This is the point.


7.f3 d5


The only move to get the piece back.


8.♗b5 ♗d7 9.♗xc6 bxc6 10.0-0 dxe4 11.♖e1 0-0-0


The only alternative, 11…f5 12.fxe4 fxe4 13.♕e2 ♕e5 14.♘f3 ♗c5+ 15.♔h1 ♕f5 16.♕xe4+ ♕xe4 17.♖xe4+ ♔d8 18.♗f4, leads to a white advantage as well, again due to Black’s weak pawns.


12.♖xe4 ♕b4 13.♘b3


[image: Images]


And White is better due to Black’s unsafe king and bad pawn structure. He’s got the bishop pair, but it’s tough to play with the defects mentioned.


D) 5…♗c5


[image: Images]


This is Black’s main alternative to 5…♗b4, often chosen by ambitious black players to avoid the main lines.


6.♗e3


Taking on c6 instead is less testing. We will see that after 5…♗b4, the main line, Black sometimes returns to c5 with his bishop. Compared to these lines we would be a tempo down. That’s not the end of the world, but keeping the knight on d4 is tougher for Black to meet.


D1) 6…♘xd4?!


This trade is almost always beneficial for White. Black loses time and ends up activating White’s pieces.


7.♗xd4 ♗xd4


7…♕e7 8.♗e2 is also better for White with his space advantage in the centre.


8.♕xd4 d6 9.0-0-0


White is already threatening e4-e5; Black is in trouble.


D2) 6…d6?


Allowing a terrible pawn structure…


7.♘xc6 bxc6 8.♗xc5 dxc5 9.♕xd8+ ♔xd8 10.0-0-0+


[image: Images]


White has a very enjoyable ending.


D3) 6…♗b4!?


It’s quite strange to move the bishop again, but it’s not so bad. White is a full tempo (♗e3) ahead compared to 5…♗b4, but it does not seem to matter as much as you might first think. White only gets a small advantage.


7.♘xc6 bxc6


Black can try to spoil the pawn structure by going 7…♗xc3+ 8.bxc3 bxc6 9.♗d3 d6 10.0-0 0-0 11.♗g5, but White is slightly better with his bishops and the annoying pin on the black knight.


[image: Images]


8.♕d4! ♕e7 9.0-0-0 0-0


Being greedy with 9…♗xc3? 10.♕xc3 ♕xe4? 11.♗d3 is suicidal for Black.


10.♗g5 ♖e8 11.♗xf6 gxf6 12.♗c4


And White is better due to his pawn structure.


D4) 6…♗b6


[image: Images]


Covering the bishop by retreating it. This is by far the most popular move.


7.♕d2


This is best. White aims for quick queenside castling.


D41) 7…♘g4


This forces the action. We need to take on c6 now:


8.♘xc6 bxc6


It is very comfortable for White to face 8…dxc6 9.♕xd8+ ♔xd8 10.♗xb6 axb6 11.f3. Here White is slightly better, due to the mobile 4 vs 3 pawn majority on the kingside while the black queenside majority is hampered by the doubled pawns.


9.♗d4 0-0 10.f3 ♘f6 11.0-0-0


And White is comfortable in this position. We go g2-g4/h2-h4 etc.


D42) 7…0-0 8.0-0-0 ♖e8 9.f3


[image: Images]


A very logical sequence after 6…♗b6. Now Black either goes for forcing play with 9…d5 or will end up permanently cramped.


9…d5


The only critical reply, but White is better. The passive 9…d6 10.g4 is no fun for Black. White’s play is too easy – just pawnstorm the kingside.


10.exd5 ♘xd5 11.♗g5


[image: Images]


This is how Kramnik played in the stem game of this line against Aronian.


11…♘ce7


1) 11…♘xc3?! was Aronian’s creative, but not fully correct reply. Black does not get quite enough for the queen: 12.♗xd8 ♘xd1 13.♗h4 (Kramnik took on c7, but 13.♗h4 is even stronger) 13…♘xd4 14.♕xd1 ♘f5 15.♗g5 h6 16.♗d2 ♘e3 17.♗xe3 ♗xe3+ 18.♔b1 ♗f5 19.♗d3.


[image: Images]


Black can only try to set up a fortress that probably won’t hold. It’s just a two-results game with White either winning or drawing;


2) 11…♘f6 12.♘xc6 ♕xd2+ 13.♗xd2 bxc6 14.♗d3 and White is eternally better with Black suffering due to his weak queenside.


12.♗b5


Very strong and direct. Black is already in trouble.


12…c6 13.♘xc6 bxc6 14.♗xc6 ♘xc3 15.♕xc3 ♘xc6 16.♗xd8 ♘xd8 17.♖he1


[image: Images]


And White is better here, as Black’s minor pieces don’t coordinate all that well. If White manages to trade rooks, the queenside pawns will easily win the day.


Conclusion


The line starting with 5…♗c5 is the main part of this chapter. It leads to interesting play, but it looks somewhat dubious for Black. Still, the complications are not easy to master. You should look closely at the main-line position after 11.♗g5. It is the most critical, and the toughest to play for both sides. Some lines lead to unfamiliar material distributions. It is very interesting to use those positions in training games or against engines to explore further. This is also helpful for your general chess education, not just your opening knowledge.









CHAPTER 7


4…exd4 5.♘xd4 ♗b4


1.e4 e5 2.♘f3 ♘c6 3.♘c3 ♘f6 4.d4 exd4 5.♘xd4 ♗b4


[image: Images]


The established main line for the last 500 years… well, maybe not that long, but the oldest game I have with this position is from 1873.


6.♘xc6


The only move. There is no other way to make ♗d3 possible, desirable because the ♗d3 will comfortably cover the threatened e4-pawn.


6…bxc6


Very natural, and the main move by a mile. Two playable alternatives need a quick check though:


1) 6…dxc6 is rare and not great. White gets a good ending without any problems: 7.♕xd8+ ♔xd8 8.♗d2.


[image: Images]


White is very comfortable here as his kingside majority is healthy, while Black has a hampering doubled pawn on the queenside. It’s like a Ruy Lopez Exchange variation without any drawbacks for White who still has the pair of bishops;


2) 6…♗xc3+ is unpopular, but not that bad. Black gives up the bishop pair in order to spoil White’s structure: 7.bxc3 bxc6 8.♗d3 0-0 (8…h6? 9.e5 is terrible for Black) 9.0-0 (it is worth noticing that the immediate pin with 9.♗g5 is not a great idea here, since Black has pin motifs on the e-file when White has not castled, for example: 9…d5! 10.e5 ♕e8, or 10.♕f3 dxe4 11.♗xe4 ♖e8) 9…d6.


[image: Images]


10.♗g5.


This pin is important to keep some pressure. Black could have prevented it with an earlier …h7-h6, but that would have been punished with e4-e5, kicking the knight away. Now f2-f4 is on the agenda, trying to attack in the centre and kingside. White is slightly better.
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